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^ ■ l l  o f us are in some way 
^ W in t e r e s t e d  in  h is to r y .  We 
^ P f la p p ro a c h  present struggles in the 
ligh t of ou r know ledge o f how events 
happened in the past. We look for 
inspiration from  past struggles, and 
want to avoid past defeats.
So, our understanding of h istory 
underlies our present politics. Perhaps 
the clearest example I can give is the 
present A borig ina l demand fo r land 
rights. This demand is grounded in 
history, in the fact that Aborig inal 
p eop le  w ere  d isp o ssesse d  fro m  
effective use o f the ir lands (but not 
from the ir own feeling of belonging to 
that land) in a long and b loody struggle 
in the past. Any com ing to terms by 
non-Aborig ina l Austra lians w ith that 
demand must involve an underst­
anding of tha t h istory, o f the historical 
basis of the present strugg le  over land 
rights.
Another example m ight be one's 
understanding of the ALP and of Labor 
governm ents. W hat changes one 
judges to be possible th rough the ALP, 
o r through th is present Federal Labor 
governm ent, w ill be affected by one's 
know ledge of the com plex forces 
producing the ALP and the Labor 
governm ent, o f the po litica l and 
ideological trad itions which compose 
it. That is, w hile  we cannot s im ply 
translate the practices of the past onto 
the present, we are better equipped to 
deal w ith th is governm ent if we know 
som ething of the ALP and Labor 
g o v e r n m e n t  h i s t o r y ,  o f  th e  
con trad ic to ry  forces such govern­
ments typ ica lly  encounter and help to 
produce. O f course d iffe ren t people, 
and d iffe ren t groups of people, draw 
d ifferent conclus ions from  past events. 
This is true of both the examples I've
given. In the case of the second, some 
see the experiences o f the Whitlam 
governm ent as a lesson tha t Labor 
governm ents can in fact achieve very 
little , others as a lesson that they can 
do a great deal, in fact too  much. But 
my po in t here is s im ply that our 
understanding o f the past affects our 
present po litica l actions.
The works of Karl Marx have been 
very in fluentia l in modern understand­
ings of h istory. Particu larly in fluentia l 
h a s  b e e n  M a r x 's  m a t e r ia l is t  
conception o f h istory, his notion that 
m ajor social and po litica l changes are 
grounded in some way in changes in 
the mode, the forces, and the relations 
of p roduction. One of M arx's most 
im p o rta n t c o n tr ib u t io n s  was h is 
explanation of the rise o f capita lism , 
and the ways its rise led to  (and in turn 
fu rtherdepended on) m ajorchanges in 
po litica l structures, the relations
between class and culture , and social 
re lationships. One of the most d ifficu lt 
aspects of Marx's theory of h istory is 
the problem concern ing  his rock- 
bottom  explanation of jus t why change 
occurs. One can argue, fo r example, 
whether his view rests u ltim ate ly on 
s o m e  k in d  o f  t e c h n o lo g ic a l  
determ inism , some inexorable change 
in the forces of p roduction  which 
th row  up, after a struggle, new 
relations of production , and hence new 
social, po litica l, legal, and ideological 
forms. In considering  these questions, 
his theoretica l w ritings, such as 
Capital, the German Ideology, and the 
Preface to the C ritique o f Po litica l 
Economy, are very im portant, and 
many many words have been spoken 
and w ritten on these and sim ilar 
w ritings and the argum ents contained 
in them.
B
ut there is another way of looking 
at what Marx had to say about 
h is torica l change. This is to  look at 
how he him self w rote history. I'm 
th ink ing  here not of those w orks where 
he tried to w rite  abou t-the  w hole of 
human history, defin ing m ajor epochs 
and how one developed out of another. 
Such a pro ject is of necessity very 
abstract, very general. I'm th ink ing  
rather o f those occasions where Marx 
set about analysing brief and particu lar 
even ts , th a t had o n ly  re c e n tly  
occurred. These were m ainly about 
French po litica l upheavals — the 
revo lu tion of 1848, the restoration of 
au tocra tic  power in 1851, the Paris 
Com m une of 1871.
In these works, Marx attempted to 
put his general conception of h istory to 
pa rticu la r use, to explain w hy th ings 
happened as they did in those very 
storm y years. In them we see his 
general theories com ing to ground as it 
were; we can see how Marx him self 
though t specific  h istories could be 
w ritten. They are somewhat d ifficu lt to 
read today, fo r they involve a wealth of 
detail about events about w hich most 
o f us know very little. Nevertheless 
they are still im portant works fo r us to 
take in to  account, fo r they provide a 
kind of model of Marxist h istorica l 
analysis in practice.
So, how  did Marx w rite  history? 
What, if anyth ing, can we still learn 
from  these histories, a century after 
M arx's death?
I'd like to begin w ith fou r very well 
known quotations from  Marx.
First, on history:
People make the ir own history, but 
they do no t make it ju s t as they please; 
t h e y  d o  n o t  m a k e  i t  u n d e r  
circum stances chosen by themselves, 
bu t under circum stances d irectly  
found, given, and transm itted from the 
past.
The t r a d i t i o n  o f  a l l  t he d e a d  
generations weighs like a n ightm are  
on the bra in  o f the living.
Then, on Social Democracy:
The pecu lia r character o f Socia l 
D em ocracy is ep itom ised in the fact 
that dem ocratic republican institu tions  
are demanded no t as a means o f do ing  
away w ith both the extremes, capita l 
and wage labour, bu t o f weakening  
the ir antagonism, and transform ing it 
in to  harm ony.
Finally, on class:
In so far as m illions o f fam ilies live 
u n d e r  e c o n o m ic  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  
existence that d ivide the ir mode o f life  
and the ir cu ltu re  from  those o f other 
classes, they form  a class. In so far as 
there is m ere ly a loca l in te rconnection  
am ong them, and the iden tity  o f the ir 
interests begets no unity, no p o lit ica l 
organisation, they do no t form  a class.
All fo u r of these quotations come
M A R X IS T  HISTORY 
A N D  A U S T R A L IA N  
P O LIT IC A L 
M O V E M E N T S
Ann Curthoys
A u s t r a l i a n  l e f t  h e v i e w  84 23
September 1931. The Nazis have won power in the Thuringian Government and 
H itler celebrates. Their supremacy in Germany is eighteen months ahead. In 
the 18th Brumaire Marx’s approach is useful for understanding the development 
of fascism is the 20th century.
fro m  one te x t, The E ig h te e n th  
Brumaire o f Napoleon Bonaparte, 
w ritten by Marx in 1852 about events in 
France that occurred between 1848 
and 1851.
I consider th is to  be a very s ign ifican t 
piece of h istorica l w riting , one that still 
repays close attention. I do not mean 
th is in the sense that it is a perfect text, 
unable to be questioned, m odified, o r 
opposed, but in the sense that it 
demonstrates a way o f understanding 
h istory that is s till useful to  us today.
What I want to  do now is to  say why I 
find  th is particu lar piece of work by 
Marx to be insp iring, and then to  say 
som ething about its relevance to 
current po litica l issues in Australia 
today, and to attem pts to  understand 
Australian history. To do th is  I'll firs t 
need to give the bare bones o f the story 
Marx tells. I'll be as brie f as possible, as 
my po in t is less about the conten t o f his 
analysis and more about its method. 
But I w ill need to go back to mid 
nineteenth century France fo r a 
moment.
T H E  E IG H T E E N T H  B R U M A IR E
in  F e b ru a ry  1848, th e  ru lin g  
m onarch  in France, K ing Louis 
Phillips, was overthrown. The rig id ity  
of his politica l regime, w hich had been 
designed to fend o ff all change even of 
a liberal dem ocratic kind, le ft even the 
most moderate of the opposition  no 
cho ice other than revolution. The 
depression of the 1840s seemed to 
provide fu rthe r p roo f of the incapacity 
of the old order. The people mounted 
the barricades, the police and the 
arm y offered no serious resistance, 
and the monarch ran away.
A new parliam entary regime  was 
established instead, and less than 
three m onths after the departure o f the 
King, the newly elected parliam ent, the 
N a t io n a l A s s e m b ly , m e t. T h is  
inaugurated the new republic. As Marx 
put it, whereas before 1848 a lim ited 
section of the bourgeoisie ruled in the 
name of the King, after May 1848 the 
whole of the bourgeoisie sought to rule 
in the name of the people.
Then in June, the Paris workers 
rebelled, realising that the revolution 
which they had helped to achieve was 
in fact producing on ly a new form  of 
b o u r g e o is  r u le .  T h e i r  s t r e e t  
dem onstrations were quelled in a 
b loody battle and the w orkers were 
soundly defeated. For they had 
arrayed against them all o ther classes
— the  fin a n c ia l and in d u s tr ia l 
bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeois ie and 
the m iddle class, the arm y, the 
in te llectua ls and the clergy, and the 
peasants. A fter th is more than 3,000 of 
the insurgents were killed, and another
15,000 transported w ithou t tria l All 
o ther classes united against the 
w ork ing  class under the banner of
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"P roperty, l-am ily, Religion, O rder". 
From that po in t onwards, the dom inant 
con flic t occurred w ith in  all the forces 
which had united to defeat the June 
insurrection.
A new constitu tion  was drafted, 
guaranteeing universal male suffrage, 
and various liberal dem ocratic rights
— freedom of the press, of speech, of 
association, of assembly, of education, 
and  re l ig io n .  U n d e r th is  new  
C onstitu tion, the President was to  be 
elected d irec tly  by the people. In the 
subsequent elections, on 10 December 
1848, Louis Napoleon Bonaparte was 
elected President, and the Royalists, 
known as the Party of Order, won a 
m ajority of seats in the Assembly. The 
Party of O rder was in fact d ivided into 
two factions — those who were the 
spokesmen of large landed property, 
and those who represented financial 
and industria l capita l. The paradox 
was that a parliam entary republic 
s u ite d  th e s e  R o y a lis ts ,  th e s e  
supporters of a m onarchy, because 
whereas under the old regime these 
two factions had opposed each other, 
now in the new parliam ent they could 
unite.
Against the R oyalist m ajority were 
the O pposition  in parliam ent, the 
la rg e s t g ro u p  b e ing  th e  S oc ia l 
Democrats, which also represented a 
class alliance, th is tim e between the 
petty bourgeois ie and the w orking 
class. In th is a lliance, the ideals of the 
petty bourgeoisie were dom inant. The 
Royalist m ajority  now wanted to crush 
the petty bourgeoisie as it had crushed 
the w orkers in June. There were 
several stages to  this, but the decisive 
one occurred jus t after the Social 
Democrats had done extrem ely well in 
the by-e lections of March 1850. In 
anger, the Royalists used the ir 
parliam entary m a jority  to amend the 
electoral law to  make three years 
residence in an electorate a cond ition  
fo r voting, thereby removing the vote 
from  three m illion  of the 10 m illion 
voters, m ain ly w ork ing  class and petty 
bourgeoisie.
Further when the President acted 
unconstitu tiona lly  in authoris ing a 
m ilita ry attack on Rome w ithou t 
Assembly consent, the Royalists 
endorsed his action, thus revealing 
little  respect fo r the constitu tion  and 
the righ ts of parliam ent.
But the Royalist v ic to ry over the 
Social Democrats was to prove a 
Pyrrhic one. The ir own days were 
numbered. They had underm ined the 
c red ib ility  of parliam ent and much of 
its  s u p p o r t ,  f lo u te d  th e ir  ow n 
constitu tion , and thereby enhanced 
the personal role o f the President, 
Napoleon Bonaparte, and also the role 
of the arm y as a guarantee of order. 
Bonaparte was not slow  to seize on the
benefits fo r him  o f th is situation. One 
of his strategies was to  build up a kind 
of private personal army, composed of 
people drawn from  what Marx calls the 
lum penproletaria t. A nother tactic  was 
to change the m in istry frequently, so 
that it consisted of ever more 
ins ign ifican t individuals, the better so 
as to exert his personal contro l over 
them. To counter Bonaparte's daily 
grow ing power, the Party of Order, 
says Marx, needed to have united w ith 
the Social Democrats to strengthen 
p a r l ia m e n t i ts e lf ,  and  to  have 
m aintained parliam entary contro l of 
the army. Both o f these they refused to 
do. They failed to realise tha t a 
parliam entary m ajority  is not always 
the same th ing  as effective power; they 
lost, says Marx, "a ll understanding of 
the rude external w orld".
The years 1850 and 1851 were 
dom inated by innum erable squabbles 
and petty intrigues, as the Party of
action. It had flouted the constitu tion , 
rejected petty bourgeois and w orking 
class partic ipa tion  in parliam ent, and 
failed to contro l the army. In the end 
the role o f parliam ent as a pow er base 
fo r the bourgeoisie had been so 
weakened, that in December 1851, the 
Party o f O rder had no a lternative but to  
acquiesce in the e lection of Bonaparte 
as the supreme source of power, and 
acquiesce in the d isso lu tion of 
Parliament itself. Bonaparte then tried 
to m aintain his central authoritarian 
power by appearing, as Marx says, the 
"pa tria rcha l benefactor o f all classes". 
But, says Marx in conclusion, he 
cannot give to one class w ithou t taking 
away from  another. At th is po in t the 
story ends.
fe ll, how do we assess th is work? 
'F irs t, it gives the lie to the claim 
th a t  M a r x is t  h is t o r y  is  
necessarily abstract, unable to deal
oiwi 
w
w ith ind iv idua ls  in all the ir com plexity. 
How do we assess this work? First, it gives the lie to the claim that 
marxist history is necessarily abstract, unable to deal with individuals 
in all their complexity. The personalities of the chief actors in this 
drama are all dealt with, but in the context of wider social forces.
O rder and Bonaparte competed fo r the 
po litica l contro l o f France. •
In th is situation, the Royalist 
m ajority began to d is integrate w ith in  
itself. The tw o d ifferent Royalist 
factions sp lit, and each side fu rther 
subdivided. As a result the Royalists, 
the po litica l representatives of the 
various sections of capital, lost the 
support of the ir own class. Both 
financial and industria l capital were 
disturbed by the Party of O rder's 
squabbles and incompetence, fearing 
that po litica l ins tab ility  would damage 
the econom y. They blamed the m inor 
recession of 1851 on this po litica l 
instability . As an alternative they 
looked to Bonaparte as the sole source 
of po litica l un ity  and stability . As Marx 
p u t it, "D e s p o tis m  o r a n a rch y . 
Naturally, it (the bourgeoisie) voted fo r 
despotism ".
But Bonaparte had other sources of 
support as well, in particu lar the 
peasants, still the mass of the people. 
The peasants were not a self- 
conscious class, and did not have the ir 
own po litica l representatives. They 
looked, rather, fo r protection from  
other classes and sw itched the ir 
a llegiance from  the Royalists to 
Bonaparte.
The m istake of the Party of O rder 
had been to underm ine parliam ent 
itself, its on ly  real base fo r united
The personalities o f the ch ie f actors in 
th is drama are all dealt w ith, but in the 
context o f w ider social forces. As Marx 
him self later wrote, "I demonstrate 
how the class strugg le  in France 
created circum stances and re lation­
ships that made it possible fo r a 
grotesque m ediocrity  to play a hero's 
part". He is in fact attem pting to 
explain how individuals can develop 
great personal power, and many have 
seen h is  a p p ro a c h  u s e fu l fo r  
understanding the developm ent of 
fascism, centred around powerful 
figures such as H itle r and Mussolin i, in 
the tw entieth century. But this great 
p e rs o n a l p o w e r  is s h o w n  as 
understandable on ly  if we see how, in 
specific circum stances, the m achinery 
of bourgeois dem ocracy breaks down, 
how it can be that the bourgeoisie 
cannot gets its act together po litica lly  
and can lose that acquiescence of 
o ther classes w hich it relies on fo r a 
parliam entary form  of rule.
This leads me on to a second point, 
that Marx dealt w ith the re la tionsh ip  
between po liticans and the class or 
classes they aimed to represent w ith 
great com plexity. Political figures like 
the Party of O rder are seen as no 
sim ple puppets fo r the bourgeois 
classes. First, they become engrossed 
in a certa in parliam entary logic, what 
M arx ca lle d  here  p a r lia m e n ta ry
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cretin ism , which leads them in 
d irections the ir supporters may not 
wish to fo llow . They may also fail to 
realise that the ir rule by parliam entary 
means depends on the ir capacity  to 
conta in  the ir opponents, to  maintain 
appearances o f leg itim acy. If they 
exclude certain classes from  po litica l 
representation, as the Party of Order 
s o u g h t to  e x c lu d e  th e  S o c ia l 
Democrats and thereby the petty 
bourgeoisie and the w ork ing  class, the 
la tter classes may jo in  w ith other 
fo rc e s  to  d e fe a t the  b o u rg e o is  
parliam entary leaders. The Social 
Democrats, in the ir turn, have a 
com plex relations w ith the ir class base 
of support. If they reject the ir w orking 
class support, as the Social Democrats 
did in France when the Paris workers 
rebelled against the new form s of 
parliam entary rule in June 1848, then 
they w ill themselves be weakened in 
any fu rther confron ta tion  w ith the 
p o l i t ic a l  re p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f th e  
bourgeoisie.
Third, in th is analysis Marx puts 
forward a very detailed conception  of 
class. Here we d on 't have s im p ly two 
classes, the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat, but a m u ltip lic ity  o f classes 
and sub-classes. The bourgeoisie itself 
is d ivided between landowners and 
finance and industria l capita l. There 
are also the petty bourgeoisie, the 
w ork ing  class, the peasants. Further 
some groups — the clergy, the 
intellectuals, the army — appear as 
in d e p e n d e n t fo rc e s  ab le  to  be 
m anipulated by particu la r classes. 
Various class alliances may be formed, 
and subsequently broken. Some 
classes w ill achieve d irect po litica l 
se lf-consciousness and organisation; 
others, like the peasants, w ill not at th is 
stage. Indeed, Marx's te rm ino logy can 
become confusing, fo r at times he 
refers to the m iddle class, and its not 
always clear who he means by this. 
This problem  of the m iddle class, and 
its relation to the bourgeoisie and the 
old petty bourgeoisie, remains w ith us.
Fourth, I th ink th is text suggests that 
Marx cannot be read, here at least, as a 
s im ple econom ic determ inist. W hile he 
is careful to  describe the econom ic 
cond ition  of France at the tim e — 
noting that the econom y was buoyant 
in 1850 but passing through a m inor 
recession in 1851, he does not see the 
po litica l events as a sim ple re flection of 
th is econom ic situation. He wants to 
stress that at the level of po litics, and at 
the level of class consciousness and 
class alliances more generally, one 
needs to take a longer view. How each 
class responds to a recession w ill 
depend on the po litica l options at that 
m om ent open to it. The industria l 
bourgeoisie w ill desert its po litica l 
leaders and support a central leader 
such as Bonaparte because it fears the
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results o f po litica l confusion and 
anarchy both in boom and recession. 
The rise to  power o f a powerful ru ler is 
not d irectly  a result o f recession, but of 
the inab ility  of the various factions of 
the cap ita lis t class to secure the ir own 
ru le  th r o u g h  a p a r l ia m e n ta ry  
democray. And th is inab ility  flow s from 
the  c o m p le x  s tru c tu re  o f c lass  
relationships, itself a p roduct both of 
econom ic developm ents and earlier 
politica l developm ents. The analysis of 
politica l conflic ts , class alliances and 
econom ic cond itions is interwoven.
Fifth, in th is text Marx attem pts to 
come to term s w ith the problem  of the 
state, the im p lica tions fo r class 
struggle o f the continual grow th in the 
size, centra lisa tion and com plexity  of 
the state m achinery, the bureaucracy 
of governm ent. I th ink  he gets him self 
into som ething of a knot in th is area. 
He w a n ts  to  s tre s s  b o th  th e  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  th e  s t a t e 's  
independence from  any specific  alss, 
and also its role as an agency of class 
rule, and its not qu ite  clear where he 
ends up. He refers to it as "th is  
appalling parasitic body” . A t firs t he 
says that under Bonaparte, the "state 
seems to have made itself com plete ly 
in d e p e n d e n t " .  B u t  th e n  he 
im m ediately says, "and yet the state 
power is not suspended in m id air. 
Bonaparte represents a class, and the 
most num erous class of French society 
at that, the sm all-ho ld ing peasants." 
A lthough I d on 't th ink  the question of 
the state is fu lly  resolved here, what 
Marx does at least indicate is the 
grow ing com p lex ity  of po litica l rule 
under cond itions where the state 
machinery itself is vast, centralised 
and in terna lly  com plex.
To summ arise then, the sign ificance 
of this w ork now lies in its ab ility  to  
place individuals w ith in  the ir social 
context, its discussion of the relations 
between po litic ians and the class or 
classes they aim to represent, its 
detailed conception of class, its denial 
of a sim ple econom ic determ inism , 
and its discussion of the state.
RELEVANCE TODAY
W
hat relevance is all in is  to us 
today? I'd like to talk about this 
at tw o le v e ls -f irs t at the level 
current po litica l issues, and second at 
the level of h istorica l method.
Many argum ents in th is text, the 
E ig h te e n th  Br uma i r e ,  have th e ir  
echoes in the present o r the recent 
past. There is its analysis o f the 
relationship between parliam ent and 
other form s o f power. In the modern 
World we also need to understand the 
conditions under w hich parliam ent 
can act as a form  of rule, and the 
conditions under w h ich  it cannot. The 
Eighteenth Brum aire  helps us to see
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parliam entary governm ent in true 
p e rsp e c tive . As E dm und W ilson  
comm ented:
Never after we have read The 
E ig h teen th  B ru m aire , can  th e
la n guage , the  co n v e n tio n s , the  
com binations, the pretensions o f 
parliam entary bodies, i f  we have had  
any illus ions about them, seem the 
same to us again.
Follow ing on from  this, there is the 
t r e n c h a n t  a n a ly s is  o f S o c ia l  
D e m o cra cy , w ith  its  d e s ire  fo r  
harm ony between Capital and Labor 
weakening its ab ility  to tru ly  con fron t 
its cap ita lis t opponents. When these 
opponents, represented in this case by 
the Royalists, the Party o f Order, acted 
u n c o n s t i t u t io n a l ly ,  th e  S o c ia l 
D e m o c ra ts  w e re  h e lp le s s . T he  
Fortunes of the ALP and the Labor 
governm ent in the early 70s, and now 
in the early 1980s, can perhaps be 
illum inated by th is  kind of analysis. I
am not suggesting h e re .a  simple 
transposition from  France in 1850 to 
Australia in 1975 or 1983 — only that in 
so far as the tw o cases have som ething 
in comm on, we can find Marx's 
remarks about Social Democracy 
unnervingly perceptive.
But I th ink the real im portance of th is 
text fo r us now lies elsewhere. It lies in 
suggesting the centra lity  of class in 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  re la t io n s h ip  
b e tw e e n  p o l i t ic a l  s t ru g g le  and  
econom ic structures and conditions. It 
su g g e s ts  th is  c e n tra li ty  w ith o u t 
resorting to e ither a simple view of 
c la s s  o r  a s im p le  e c o n o m ic  
determ inism . And th is is just what I 
th in k  we need to d a y , b o th  in 
developing po litica l strategies and in 
developing understanding of our own 
history, our own past.
POLITICAL STRUGGLE
In terms of po litica l struggle, we have not seen a su ffic ien t challenge to the ideological hegem ony of the forces 
defending capita lism . O ur own Social. 
Democrats, the ALP, are ever less 
inclined to  ta lk about o r work fo r 
s o c ia lis m , and the  Far Le ft is 
fragm ented and weak. O ur class 
s tructure and re lationships have been 
rad ica lly transform ed by post-war 
e c o n o m ic , s o c ia l and  c u ltu ra l 
changes, but we d on 't have a ready
understanding of what these class 
re lationships now are. In modern 
Australia, talk about class struggle, 
revolution and socialism  has come to 
seem even to many on the Left as 
quaint, old fashioned, irre levant and 
unrealistic. In its stead we have a 
m u ltip lic ity  of specific  movements — 
trade union, fem inist, Aborig inal, gay, 
ethnic, environm ental, peace. This 
d iversity is im portant, and inevitable, 
but it should not be left there. Except 
fo r the trade unions these movements 
are all in d iffe ren t ways seen by most 
people as having little  to  do w ith class 
s t r u g g le  as s u c h , as in d e e d  
independent of and denying the 
im portance o f that struggle. But they 
all have a great deal to  do w ith it. The 
case is clear enough fo r the trade 
unions, but what about the others?
A b o r ig in a l p o lit ic a l m ovem ents  
depend on an understanding of the 
forces w hich undertook and continue
to oversee Aborig ina l dispossession 
and d iscrim ination. These forces are 
the forces of capita lism , w ith its 
com plex set of class relationships. 
Aborig ines are not outside these 
relationships. W hite racism, especially 
in coun try  towns, has been used to 
argue tha t all whites are the same, all 
e q u a lly  in v o lv e d  in  A b o r ig in a l 
dispossession and poverty. But its a 
matter of understanding the reasons 
fo r th is racism and of reaching an 
understanding of how our specific  kind 
of capita lism , our specific  form  of class 
society, has been bu ilt on a colonia l 
and b loody past, the effects of which 
still a ffect the re la tionsh ip  between 
Aborig ines and whites today.
I can 't go through all the others, 
except to say a word about fem inism . 
Here again, the question of sexism is 
often taken to  underm ine or cu t across 
the sign ificance o f class relationships 
in th is society. Some argue that 
Marxism has proved unable to  deal 
w ith this im portant po litica l movement, 
or that in doing so it loses s ight of the 
central question of sexist ideology and 
practices.
T his feeling that Marxism is no tab le  to deal theore tica lly  w ith sexual d ivision, that it is sex-blind, is 
cu rren tly  very strong. O f the recent 
ALR-discussions of the legacy of Marx,
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the ideological hegemony of the forces defending capitalism. Our own 
social democrats, the ALP, are ever less inclined to talk about or work 
for socialism and the Far Left is fragmented and weak. Our class 
structure and relationships have been radically transformed by post­
war economic, social and cultural changes, but we don't have a ready 
understanding of what these class relationships now are.
Taft identifies th is as a problem in 
Marx's work, Toni Stephens sees 
fem inism  as having no necessary class 
basis and as a mass dem ocratic 
struggle, Ju lius Roe sees Marxism as 
unconcerned w ith sexism, and the 
struggle fo r socialism  so far as having 
done little  to liberate women. Further, 
the most recent pub lication from  the 
Intervention group, In terventions after 
‘Ma r x ,  c o n s is te n t ly  a rg u e s  th a t 
Marxism is o f little  or no value to 
fem inists.
Marx had in fact little  to  say about 
sexual d iv is ion, though he is very 
scathing of the conservative uses of 
the cry "Defend the Fam ily" both in the 
C om m unist M anifesto  and b rie fly  in 
the Eighteenth Brumaire. Yet I would 
challenge the view that we can learn 
little  from  Marx of relevance to the 
struggle against sexist ideology and 
practice today. And tha t is because 
those ideologies and practices occur, 
fo r us, w ith in  a class society. D ifferent
s o c ia l c la s s e s  p ra c t is e  s e x ism  
d iffe ren tly , fo r d ifferent reasons, and 
w ith d iffe ren t effects. The fact that 
there are certain com m on elements 
between classes does not negate th is 
point. As long as we have a com plex 
class society, any movement around 
fem in is t issues is bound to be sp lit by 
con flic ting  class perspectives and 
demands, o r else represent the ; 
interests of one class only. How can it 
possib ly be otherwise? Going back to 
the Eighteenth Brum aire  w ith its 
concern w ith class form ation and class 
alliances in da ily  po litica l struggle, its 
im p lica tions fo r an understanding of 
m odern fem inism  are: here we have a 
movem ent which makes possible to a 
lim ited degree a class alliance around 
specific  issues but which is also 
always subject to the possib ility  e ither 
of fracturing , o r of the hegemony of 
one class over another. None of th is  is 
to deny the sign ificance of the issues 
w ith  w hich Feminism deals, but to
reassert the relevance of the M arxist 
t r a d it io n ,  b o th  p o l i t ic a l ly  and  
theoretica lly, to those issues. But I 
can 't go into th is fu rthe r here.
I w ould like to conclude by re turn ing to  the im plications of Marx's own h istorica l w ritings fo rdeve lop ing  our own h istorica l in terpreta tions today. 
I've suggested that the main positive 
insp ira tion we can get from  the 
Eighteenth Brum aire  is that it indicates 
the cen tra lity  of the notion o f class 
re lationships fo r understanding the 
re la t io n s h ip s  b e tw e e n  p o l i t ic a l  
struggle, social and cu ltu ra l patterns, 
a n d  e c o n o m ic  s t r u c tu r e s  and  
cond itions. We need to  apply th is  kind 
of approach, in very general terms, to 
our own past — from the processes of 
destruction of A borig ina l life and 
dispossession, to the emergence of a 
parliam entary democracy, to  the vast 
effects o f the massive im porta tion  of 
b o th  c a p i t a l  a n d  la b o u r  v ia
T H E  A U S T R A L IA N  
LA B O R  M O V E M E N T  
A N D  M A R X  
Roger Coates
In Austra lia  black and w hite societies have existed side by side, and together, in term ingled, fo r nearly 
200 years. The dom inant society has 
been basically and characteristically 
capita list, established in the firs t place 
by acts of state po licy  o f the w orld 's 
o ldest and most techn ica lly  developed 
cap ita lis t coun try  just as it was 
beginning to go in to its heroic period 
o f developm ent and industria lisation. 
The fo rg ing  of the Australian colonies 
of Great B rita in ran parallel to  the 
industria l revolution, and the colonies 
prom oted the grow th o f imperial 
Brita in. Austra lian society and the 
emerging and evolving Australian 
nation can on ly  be understood as a 
part of greater Britain, o r Britain 
overseas. The am biguous relationship 
o f dependence and independence that 
s till shapes so much in Australian life
goes back to these orig ins.
Because mainstream Australian 
society was a transplanted society of a 
fa irly  unusual sort, it exhibited certain 
sp e c ia l c h a ra c te r is t ic s : a sm a ll 
p o p u la t io n  th in ly  sp read  m a in ly  
around the coastal fringe of a very 
large land mass; an econom y that 
developed, apart from the chance 
existence o f large, accessible gold 
deposits p rinc ipa lly  as a supplier of 
raw materials fo r the m etropolitan 
industries and markets; a truncated, 
incom plete  society, very much a 
d is to rted  reflection of some aspects of 
B ritish  society; a new society in which 
v irtua lly  everything had to be started 
from  scratch, in which there was a 
p re m iu m  on im p ro v is a tio n ; and 
because of the circum stances, a 
socie ty in w hich certain bits o f the 
B ritish  model took root more s trong ly
than others.
Being part of greater Brita in, in the 
Austra lian colonies th ings developed 
firs t as an extension of th ings British. 
B rita in inspired and shaped the social 
classes, the po litica l m odels and the 
social and cu ltura l patterns. But 
inevitably differences occurred and led 
to  a grow ing con flic t of interests. As 
national and anti-im peria l sentim ent 
' grew, the economy, population and 
evolving social and cu ltu ra l patterns 
began to produce more clearly defined 
classes on a national basis. A fa irly  
d is tinctive  labor movement took shape 
in the context of the em ergence of a 
national Australian sentim ent, a labor 
movem ent that was both p roduct and 
producer of th is national ethos. A 
po litica l cu lture  that valued h igh ly 
c o m m o n  s e n s e , p r a g m a t is m ,  
adaptab ility  and the h ip-pocket nerve
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im m igration, to  the fortunes of Labor 
governments, the h is to ry of the trade 
union movement, and the po litica l 
struggles surrounding  the changes in 
the ordering of sexual d ifference and 
division.
There is already a body of work 
a ttem pting th is approach in Australian 
history. For example, Connell and 
Irving's Class S tructure in Austra lian  
H istory  is a notable attem pt to in terpret 
the relevance of class form ation and 
relationships fo r general develop­
ments w ith in  Austra lian history. They 
are particu la rly  concerned to develop 
an understanding of class re la tion­
ships w hich includes the w orkplace 
confron ta tion  between capital and 
labour but also goes well beyond that, 
in to the po litica l, social and cu ltu ra l 
levels. And I cou ld  m ention others, 
e s p e c ia lly  th e  w o rk  u n d e rta ke n  
through the journa l Labour H istory.
Nevertheless, those attem pting this 
kind of analysis are in a small m inority
in Australian h istorica l work. And I'm 
not ta lking here jus t about academic 
h istories, but also popular historical 
works, in prin t, and on film  and 
television. There has been an upsurge 
in recent years o f interest in Australian 
history, and the audience continues to 
g row  fo r these popular h istorica l 
re p re s e n ta tio n s , in b o oks , f ilm , 
television, and other form s such as 
h is to r ic  re c o n s t ru c te d  v illa g e s , 
museums, h is to ric  homes and the like. 
This can be interpreted partly as an 
element in a renewed nationalism , an 
attem pt to  define Australian society as 
unique, as special. But it is also 
som ething, I th ink, much health ier 
than that, an attem pt to come to grips 
w ith just what kind of society we live in, 
where we've com e from , and where 
w e're going. But most of these 
h istorica l works and representations 
avoid the insights Marx suggested a 
hundred and th ir ty  years ago. This is 
not surpris ing, fo r Marx's h istory had
v e ry  c le a r  p o l i t ic a l  p u rp o s e s , 
unacceptable to the m ajority  of the 
producers and audiences of Australian 
h isto rica l representations today.
The p roduction  of in terpretations 
and representations of the past is very 
much a po litica l background, like any 
other. A ll po litica l forces, one way or 
another, produce and rely on the irow n  
versions of h istory. In th is process, 
those who remain unrepentently 
c ritica l o f capita lism , and seek the 
a c h ie v e m e n t o f som e k in d  o f 
socialism , cannot ignore the insights 
of Marx. We may not find them 
su ffic ie n t fo r our present purposes, but 
we most certa in ly  must find  them 
necessary.
A nn C urthoys teaches at the N S W  
__________ Institu te o f Technology.
elections. In 1896 and 1900 the 
c h a r is m a t ic  b u t u n s u c c e s s fu l 
D e m o c ra t ic  c a n d id a te , W ill ia m  
Jennings Bryan, ran fo r US presidency 
on what was essentia lly a populist 
program. Perhaps the differences are 
more im portant than the sim ilarities, 
b u t th e  p a ra lle ls  b e tw e e n  th e  
emergence o f US populism  and 
Australian labor are very strik ing, 
inc lud ing  time, econom ic factors, 
social developm ent and ideas. Among 
the  o b v io u s  d iffe re n c e s  is the  
proportiona l w eight of the farm sector 
and the labor sector. In what was a 
much less geographica lly favored 
country and a much less developed 
social and econom ic m ilieu — very 
much still part o f greater B rita in — the 
developing Austra lian trade union 
movement had much more s ign ifican­
ce than its Am erican counterpart.
The Australian labour movement took 
shape in the context of the emergence 
of a nationalist and antiim perialist 
sentiment and within a British colonial 
milieu. Far left: The first display of 
Eight hour banner, Melbourne, 16 April 
1856. Left: S eam an ’s s trike , 
Melbourne, 1918, demanding a 50%  
increase in wages.
All th is needs to be approached 
ra th e r  c a u t io u s ly  b u t p e rh a p s  
labourism  can be usefu lly considered 
as a form  of populism . This may be a 
fru itfu l approach help ing to focus on 
c e r ta in  f ix e d  p o in ts  a n d  th e  
in te rre la tionsh ip  of populist and class 
propositions, people and class.
The concept of populism  has been adopted and applied by a num ber of po litica l and social theorists to  analyse various th ird  world social and 
po litica l phenomena, especially in 
Latin Am erica and Africa. In some 
d iscussions the three most general 
p o p u lis t p ro p o s it io n s  are s o c ia l 
justice, dem ocracy and nationalism . I 
would, in some cases, certa in ly  in 
Australia, add liberalism , freedom, 
justice, etc. Obviously the order of 
im portance and the balance of these
evolved. A ttachm ent to  the po litica l 
practice of parliam entary governm ent 
was the main organis ing princ ip le  of 
this British co lon ia l m ilieu.
This labor movement took about half 
a century from , say, 1890 to 1945 to 
evolve and fo r its main characteristics 
to  emerge fu lly . Of course its evolution 
has continued to  th is day. As society 
has changed the labor movement has 
reflected the changes.
One or tw o h istorians, looking fo r a 
useful concept to analyse some of the 
patterns of Austra lian history, have 
seized on a phenom enon that was firs t 
recognised in the USA of the 1890s — 
th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f p o p u lis m . 
Growing out of the farm ing d iscontent 
and the labor unrest o f the late 1880s 
and early 1890s, Am erican populism  
produced the People's Party which ran 
presidential candidates in the 1892
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